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Reclamation and Re-Envisionment:  

An African Diasporic Reading of Ishmael Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo
Concepts of home, identity, and culture compel people of Diasporas to search for and find their displaced sense of self in an atmosphere both foreign and often hostile to them.  In many works of the African Diaspora, questioning the idea of a home that is marred by a colonial past is central to the narrative.  Home is no longer a safe space, but one to be criticized and ultimately re-envisioned.  Usually African Diasporic literature is by Black authors of Caribbean descent who use their background to inform the neo-colonialists of the United States that economic and worker oppression, as well as military conquest, are alive and well.  For example, in such works as Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place, readers understand the anger and hurt brought about by systematic economic oppression on the island of Antigua caused in part by American tourism.  Many of these works seek to reclaim the home the author or protagonists have lost to oppressive situations—not by moving back to their homeland, but rather by shifting their beliefs and constructs of home and culture as Audre Lorde does in Zami:  A New Spelling of My Name.  Often works by non-Caribbean authors can be classified as a work of the African Diaspora because they question the idea of a hostile, politicized home space.  For example, in the iconoclastic novel Mumbo Jumbo, author Ishmael Reed uses the concepts of the African Diaspora not only to question the hostile home space of the United States, but offer a revisionist viewpoint that counters all White concepts of home and culture.  Through humor and wit, Reed is able to refute basic constructs of the dominating White, American culture and reclaim a safe home space.  

Reed begins Mumbo Jumbo with the flare-up of the plague/anti-plague, Jes Grew.  While the Jes Grew epidemic fuels the narrative of the story, it also provides a concrete answer to the feelings of displacement of African history and culture for those who “catch it.”  On the surface, Jes Grew appears to be the amoral, destructive force the Wallflowers would have the world believe it is.  Fueled by dancing, music, and other arts, Jes Grew is the act of reclamation.  The anti-plague spreads as people begin to believe in their own rhythms and meters—their own history, culture, and home.  Jes Grew’s efficacy is it organic origin and experience.  When the poet, Nathan Brown asks Benoit Battraville (a Haitian VooDoo priest) to teach him how to catch Jes Grew, Benoit responds:

O . . . I think you ought to ask PaPa LaBas or Black Herman.  You see the Americans do not know the names of the long and tedious list of deities and rites as we know them.  Shorthand is what they know so well.  They know this process for they have synthesized the HooDoo of VooDoo.  Its blee blop essence; they’ve isolated the unknown factor which gives the loas their rise.  Ragtime. Jazz. Blues.  The new thang.  That talk you drum from your lips.  Your style.  What you have here is an experimental art form that all of us believe bears watching.  So don’t ask me how to catch Jes Grew.  Ask Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, your poets, your painters, your musicians, ask them how to catch it.  Ask those people who be shaking their tambourines impervious of the ridicule they receive from Black and White Atonists, Europe the ghost rattling its chains down the deserted halls of their brains.  Ask those little colored urchins who ‘make up’ those new dance steps and the loa of the Black cook who wrote the last lines of the “Ballad of Jesse James.”… (152)    

Benoit continues to define Jes Grew through its symptoms, leaving Brown with an overwhelming sense of Jes Grew until he has “finally Caught-On.”  More than Brown’s infection; however, Benoit’s answer provides the reader with the origins of Jes Grew, linking it to the VooDoo of Haiti, the HooDoo of PaPa LaBas, and more importantly, the African heritage.  By telling Brown to look to the artists for Jes Grew, Benoit places emphasis on African-American cultural creators, whose works are reclamations of the past and the possibilities for the future.  Jes Grew is a virulent force that is the spirit and culture of a Pan-African re-envisionment within the White United States.  No wonder it causes such drastic reactions from the Atonists against their own culture such as assassinating a president or crashing the Stock Market.  Jes Grew is the Black American way of reclaiming a safe home space much like the goals of the African Diaspora movement.


Jes Grew’s one limitation; however, is its lack of tangibility or text, as Reed puts it.  Throughout the book, the Wallflowers main goal is to keep the book that outlines the true history and culture of Jes Grew from mass circulation.  They ultimately succeed, squashing Jes Grew yet again.  Fittingly, Jes Grew’s book finds destruction through the character of Abdul.  The Muslim prophesizes the future of Jes Grew by saying:

A new generation is coming on the scene.   They will use terms like “nitty gritty,” “for real,” “where it’s at,” and use words like “basic” and “really” with telling emphasis.  They will extend the letter and the meaning of the word “bad.”  They won’t use your knowledge and they will call you “sick” and “way-out” and that will be a sad day, but we must prepare for it.  For on that day they will have abandoned the other world they came here with and will have become mundanists pragmatists and concretists.  They will shout loudly about soul because they will have lost it.  And their protests will be a shriek.  A panic sound.  That’s just the way it goes, brothers” 


(39) 

By destroying his manuscript, Abdul fulfills his prophesy.  The future generation’s lack of faith will be a direct result of not having a legitimized source that justifies Jes Grew to their increasingly critical eyes.  Abdul laments this rejection, but also accepts it as inevitable, never knowing he will be the cause.  PaPa LaBas condemns Abdul’s actions by saying:

Censorship until the very last.  He took it upon himself to decide what writing should be viewed by Black people he claimed he loved.  I can’t understand.  Apparently after Abdul burned the Book, Jes Grew sensed the ashes of its writings, its litany and just withered up and died.  Better luck next time. 







(203)

What becomes important though is not the loss of the book, but the idea that the culture of Jes Grew needs more than an organic, spiritual following. It needs a recognizable, tangible location or text that grounds its ideas and ideals into a fixed reality away from the White norm.  

Many authors of the African Diaspora mourn the inability to communicate their search for home in a language, like that of their birth land that is foreign.  They are unable to communicate in their own historical language, and are regulated to a White, oppressive language not their own.  Those of the African Diaspora do not have their true text.  This does not negate their search for home or their established, known history, but it makes it that much harder to clearly define a home space that does not oppress or negate their unknown history.  This disability in language or text is exactly the quandary Reed explores—Jes Grew’s inability to be contextualized in writing.  Reed and those of the African Diaspora realize the dysfunction of a revolution of culture without a new text based on a non-oppressive litany.  Within the narrative of Mumbo Jumbo, Jes Grew never attains its text, but in the reality of the book Mumbo Jumbo, Jes Grew’s text comes alive much like many works of literature within the African Diaspora.  

Another smaller portion Reed develops within Mumbo Jumbo is the Mu’tafikah’s cause to liberate art and artifacts that have been displaced into the White world of Major Biff Musclewhite and his New York Center of Art Detention and return them back to their homelands.  Like Jes Grew, it is a countrywide effort with a worldwide support network.  Berbelang, a disciple of the Mumbo Jumbo Kathedral sees Mu’tafikah’s effort as more important than PaPa LaBas’s vision of Jes Grew saying, to Earline, “You will see that Jes Grew is no dream of an old man but . . . dynamic, engrossing” (54).  For Berbelang, Jes Grew is about cultural liberation by force and action rather than an organic movement of artistry and culture that Jes Grew has cultivated.  The Mu’tafikah movement; however, acts as an agent for Jes Grew, perpetuating the idea that independence is a goal no matter what the method.  The Wallflower Order recognizes the power of Mu’tafikah stating, “Jes Grew is compounded by the Mu’tafikah” (63).  The reader recognizes that though the two movements are different in methodology, they have the same goal in mind—cultural freedom.  Mu’tafikah is also rooted in one of the re-envisionist strategies of the African Diaspora, which is to take back stolen culture.  Reed describes one of Mu’tafikah’s members as, “a South African trumpeter, ‘Hugh,’ is in L.A. transmitting Black African sounds on home.  He realizes that the essential Pan-Africanism is artists relating across continents their craft, drumbeats from the aeons, sounds that are still with us” (83).  Hugh understands the importance of a cultural exchange in the present to reclaim the past.  His ideals as well as Mu’tafikah’s are those of the African Diaspora.

Much of the literature of the African Diaspora focuses on spiritual and religious aspects such as conjuring and mysticism usually rooted in the struggle for true independence of the colonizer to create an identity outside of the White, dominating power.  Reed uses religious iconoclasm in a similar way throughout Mumbo Jumbo.  Through PaPa LaBas, Reed reclaims one of White America’s strongest cultural thefts—religion.  Beyond PaPa LaBas’s strong cultural and spiritual ties to Jes Grew rooted in Caribbean VooDoo, PaPa LaBas makes a mockery of American Christianity as he grieves its stronghold on Black Americans.  He laments:

The African race had quite a sense of humor.  In North America, under Christianity, many of them had been reduced to glumness, depression, surliness, cynicism, malice without artfulness, and their intellectuals, in America, only appreciated heavy, serious works. (‘Tis the cause, Desdemona.)  They’d really fallen in love with tragedy.  Their plays were about bitter, raging members of the “nuclear family,” and their counterpart in art was exemplified by the contorted, grimacing, painful social-realist face.  Somebody, head in hands sitting on a stoop. “Lawd, I’z so re-gusted.” 







(96-97)

White Christianity has taken away the fun of life that was an important part of the cultural attitude of Africans.  PaPa LaBas feels, “anyone who couldn’t titter a bit was not Afro but most likely a Christian connoting blood, death, and impaled emaciated Jew in excruciation” (97).  To PaPa LaBas and Ishmael Reed, humor and wit are one of the identifying factors stripped by the false religion.  Fun and laughter are reclaimed through Jes Grew, thus a part of the African culture is reclaimed.  

PaPa LaBas and Jes Grew do more than just reclaim; however, they also recreate, another aspect akin to the African Diaspora movement.  His history of the Moses story recreates the way White America envisions their religious precepts, and allows space for a clearer look at all history and culture unmarred by the Atonists’ vision of life.  The reader sees Moses not as the great liberator, but one who is reduced to cultural thievery. Ultimately, Moses is a slave master.  Reed’s iconoclastic move in the narrative allows for a revision of Judeo-Christian history that allows African culture and knowledge to be at the center rather than the periphery.  The Moses narrative also establishes the historical tension between the Atonists and those of Jes Grew and its ilk, allowing Reed to root the struggle for independence in a point of reference most White Americans can understand and react for or against.  

At the end of the novel, the reader realizes that she is witness to a murder mystery set fifty years in the past.  PaPa LaBas’s role becomes more than a detective, HooDoo leader, and Jes Grew advocate. Reed positions LaBas at the center of true knowledge as he lectures about the Harlem Renaissance and Jes Grew in a college classroom.  Despite the students’ “flights of fancy, the tangential excursions, the classroom knew what he was talking about” (218). PaPa LaBas is confident of the future, in the pendulum vision of time—and it is time again for the rise of Jes Grew.  These students of the early 1970s, “wear Jes Grew buttons of their own design” (214).  They will be the ones to reclaim and re-envision their cultural history, and PaPa LaBas will be there.  The Atonists have not silenced PaPa LaBas.  Through PaPa LaBas, Reed predicts a rise of Jes Grew.  Reed himself has provided it its text, and he envisions that, “In the 20s they knew.  And the 20s were back again.  Better” (218).  Mumbo Jumbo is Reed’s reclamation and re-envisionment of history; it is his African Diaspora movement.  
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